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 The current study is an extension of previous research examining the role of regulatory 
focus in job attraction. It investigated the relationship between dispositional regulatory focus and 
preferences for job attributes. Participants were presented with a job choice situation. By a 
policy-capturing design, the importance of job attributes (self-direction, achievement, 
conformity, and security) when people decided whether to take a job offer was obtained. 
Promotion focus predicted the importance of self-direction and achievement, whereas prevention 
focus predicted the importance of conformity and security. In addition, the association between 
regulatory focus and applicant experience of the job application process was explored. When 
people were considering their job interview performance, promotion focus predicted stronger 
eagerness to demonstrate competence than prevention focus. However, compared with 
promotion focus, prevention focus was weaker to suppress the worry about failing a job 
interview. The findings suggested additional research avenues to understand individual 
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ROLE OF REGULATORY FOCUS IN JOB ATTRACTION  
“I think if you do something and it turns out pretty good, then you should go do something else 
wonderful, not dwell on it for too long. Just figure out what’s next.” 
— Steve Jobs, founder of Apple Inc. 
 “I believe a manufacturer’s most important responsibility to the customer is to make defect-free 
products.” 
— Konosuke Matsushita, founder of Panasonic Corp. 
            People like reading quotes by successful people to discover the “secrets” of success. 
However, there seems to be more than one way toward career success. Apple Inc. and Panasonic 
Corp. are two prominent corporations. The founders of the two companies, however, had rather 
different work philosophies. Steve Jobs pursued “what’s next”, whereas Konosuke Matsushita 
valued “defect-free” production. As job seekers, some people may want the opportunities to 
innovate and grow, whereas others may want a steady environment to maintain their work 
responsibilities. Individual differences exist in people’s preferences for job attributes, thus 
people make different job choices (e.g., Judge & Bretz, Jr., 1992; Konrad, Ritchie, Jr., Lieb, & 
Corrigall, 2000). My study investigated the influence of motivational sources on job attribute 
preferences. Specifically, in a job-choice scenario, I aimed to examine how regulatory focus 
predicted the importance people think of job attributes.  
The motivation system that determines the strategies people take to pursue their goals is 
called regulatory focus (Higgins, 1997). Regulatory focus influences decision-making and 
attitudes in a wide range of contexts (Higgins, 2005). However, less is known about how 
regulatory focus affects job attraction and job choice (Sassenberg & Scholl, 2013). In a policy-
capturing setting, the current study examined the relationship between regulatory focus and 
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preferences for job attributes. In addition, the study explored how regulatory focus predicted 
applicant experience of the selection process. Investigating the role of regulatory focus in job 
attraction not only extends the understanding of job seeker decision-making, it also provides 
implications for human resource practices.  
Regulatory focus 
People set goals and strive to achieve goals. Self-regulation refers to the process where 
people monitor and control their behaviors to attain or maintain their goals (Vancouver, 2000). 
Regulatory focus theory specifies the strategies people adopt to regulate their goal-oriented 
behaviors (Higgins, 1997). Generally, people pursue pleasure and avoid pain. Based on this 
hedonic principle, Higgins differentiated two self-regulation systems: promotion focus and 
prevention focus (Brockner & Higgins, 2001; Higgins, 1997). Table 1 summarizes the 
comparison of promotion focus and prevention focus.  
Fundamentally, the two regulatory foci are rooted in different needs: Promotion focus 
comes from the need for growth and development, whereas prevention focus is derived from the 
need for safety and security. Regulatory focus theory distinguishes the two kinds of personal 
needs based on the hedonic principle (Higgins, 1997). Growth and development are derived from 
the need to pursue pleasure, whereas safety and security are driven by the need to avoid pain. For 
example, an employee who works hard to get promoted is focusing on the need for career 
growth, whereas an employee who works hard to avoid losing his/her job is focusing on the need 
for job security.  
The fundamental needs further determine desired end-states, or the ultimate goals. People 
who are highly promotion-focused pursue “the ideal self”, or someone they want to be. In 
contrast, people who are highly prevention-focused pursue “the ought self”, or someone they 
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should be (Brockner & Higgins, 2001). Whereas “the ideal self” represents a person’s ambitions 
and hopes, “the ought self” defines a person’s obligations and duties. For example, a PhD student 
who works dedicatedly to have more publications is pursuing “the ideal self”, whereas another 
student who works dedicatedly to receive a doctoral degree without delaying or failing the 
preliminary test is maintaining “the ought self”.  
Regulatory focus also affects people’s psychological situations in goal pursuit. 
Specifically, people who are highly promotion-focused care about the presence and absence of 
positive outcomes. In contrast, people who are highly prevention-focused caution about the 
presence and absence of negative outcomes. The differences in psychological situations also 
appear in people’s perceptions of gain and loss. For people with high promotion focus, the 
success or failure to achieve a goal is perceived as a gain or non-gain. For people with high 
prevention focus, the success or failure to achieve a goal is perceived as a non-loss or loss. For 
example, when taking a multiple-choice exam that uses 80% correct answers as a pass threshold, 
a highly promotion-focused student would think of this challenge as whether s/he could get more 
than 80% of the questions right (a positive outcome/gain), whereas a highly prevention-focused 
student would perceive this challenge as whether s/he could avoid getting more than 20% of the 
questions wrong (a negative outcome/loss).  
Finally, promotion focus and prevention focus are associated with different strategies to 
achieve goals. Higgins (1997) stated that promotion focus and prevention focus corresponded to 
the strategy of approach and avoidance, respectively. People who have high promotion focus use 
strategies that approach their desired outcomes, whereas people who have high prevention focus 
use strategies to avoid negative outcomes. For example, a salesperson who reaches out to as 
many clients as s/he can is using an approach strategy to achieve the sales goal, whereas an 
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accountant who always proofreads his or her report for multiple times to check for errors is using 
an avoidance strategy to maintain accuracy. 
 Promotion and prevention foci are two orthogonal constructs (Higgins, 1997, 1998; 
Scholer & Higgins, 2008). People can be highly promotion-focused and prevention-focused. 
Nevertheless, promotion focus and prevention focus are also two distinct constructs. The 
correlation between promotion focus and prevention focus ranges around .10 (Gorman et al., 
2012; Lanaj, Chang, & Johnson, 2012). Meta-analyses have demonstrated different models of the 
antecedents and consequences of regulatory focus. Regulatory focus acts as proximal 
motivational orientation that mediates the relationship between personality traits and work 
behaviors (Lanaj et al., 2012). Extraversion, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and other 
personality traits have been found to correlate with regulatory focus. For instance, neuroticism 
has been found to be positively related to prevention focus but negatively related to promotion 
focus (Gorman et al., 2012; Lanaj et al., 2012). Also, promotion focus and prevention focus have 
been found to differentially predict behavioral outcomes such as task performance, occupational 
citizenship behaviors (OCB), and counterproductive work behaviors (CWB). For instance, OCB 
has been found to be positively related with promotion focus but not related with prevention 
focus (Gorman et al., 2012; Lanaj et al., 2012). However, compared to the research on regulatory 
focus of job incumbents, less attention has been given to the role of regulatory focus in pre-
employment situations (Sassenberg & Scholl, 2013). From the perspective of regulatory focus 
theory, my study is an attempt to expand the understanding of work-related regulatory focus in 
the context of job attraction and job choice.  
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Regulatory focus and decision-making 
 From another perspective, the current study compliments the understanding of regulatory 
focus and decision-making. Regulatory focus influences how people evaluate the choice options 
and make decisions (Higgins, 2000). When choosing between comparable alternatives, people 
tend to prefer the option that is coherent with their internal values (Higgins, 2000, 2005). Higgins 
proposed that behaviors in goal pursuit would be valued if people experienced regulatory fit, 
which occurs when the choice people make is congruent with their regulatory focus. Regulatory 
fit induces a rightness feeling that makes people value their choices. For example, when 
participants chose between a mug and a pen using strategies that matched their regulatory focus, 
they estimated a higher price of the merchandise they chose than those who chose the same 
merchandise but used strategies that did not match their regulatory focus (Higgins, Idson, Freitas, 
Spiegel, & Molden, 2003).  
Other studies supported the relationship between regulatory focus and choice behaviors 
in different contexts. In one study, students who had stronger promotion focus were more likely 
to choose positive role models to strive for similar success, whereas students who had stronger 
prevention focus were more likely to choose negative role models to avoid similar failure 
(Lockwood, Jordan, & Kunda, 2002). In another study, an evaluator who had stronger promotion 
focus rated a job applicant’s letter higher if the letter expressed aspirations and ambitions, 
because the values reflected by the letter matched the rater’s own dispositions (Hamstra, Van 
Yperen, Wisse, & Sassenberg, 2013). In a group evaluation study, high-power groups were more 
endorsed by participants who had higher promotion focus, whereas low-power groups were more 
endorsed by participants who had higher prevention focus (Sassenberg, Jonas, Shah, & Brazy, 
2007).  
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Regulatory focus and job attribute preferences 
Job choice shares similarities with the aforementioned situations. When job seekers see 
job attributes that align with their regulatory focus, they should be more likely to value these job 
attributes, thus choose the job that has high levels of these attributes. One study has investigated 
how chronic regulatory focus predicts participants’ job attraction (Sassenberg & Scholl, 2013). 
Their survey study suggested that the promotion focus predicted people’s value of job-related 
power and self-direction, whereas prevention focus predicted people’s value of job security. In 
an experimental setting, promotion focus predicted people’s attraction to the job that featured 
power, whereas prevention focus predicted people’s attraction to the job that emphasized 
security.  
Sassenberg and Scholl’s (2013) study is an initial step toward understanding the role of 
regulatory focus in job attraction. My study extends the findings of their study in two ways. First, 
I used a policy-capturing design to obtain the implicit importance of job attributes in a job choice 
situation. This methodology also enabled the examination of the relative weight people put on 
different job attributes when considering whether to take a job offer. That is, not only did my 
study examine the relationship between regulatory focus and values of individual job attributes, 
it also demonstrated the relative values of job attributes in comparison with each other. Second, 
building on the job attributes examined in Sassenberg and Scholl’s study, I included two 
additional job attributes to test the relationship between chronic regulatory focus and job 
attribute preferences. The job attributes I added are commonly evaluated by job seekers and are 
potentially valued differently by people with different levels of regulatory foci, but few studies 
have tested them. Specifically, I chose four job attributes based on existing research findings: 
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self-direction, achievement, conformity, and security (Cable & Edwards, 2004; Leikas, 
Lönnqvist, Verkasalo & Lindeman, 2009; Schwartz et al., 2001). 
Self-direction. Self-direction means having autonomy at work (Cable & Edwards, 2004) 
and should be more valued by people who have higher promotion focus. Independent thinking 
and decision-making should be valued when people are advancing to their ideal self. Chronic 
promotion focus has been found to predict preferences to lead (Kark & Van Dijk, 2007). People 
with higher promotion focus valued self-direction significantly more than people with lower 
promotion focus (Sassenberg & Scholl, 2013). Hence, my first hypothesis is: 
H1: Promotion focus will predict the importance of self-direction when people are considering 
whether to take a job offer. 
Achievement. Achievement captures the challenges and growth opportunities on a job 
(Konrad, Ritchie, Jr., Lieb, & Corrigall, 2000). Because people with high promotion focus are 
mainly concerned with growth and accomplishment, they should be willing to take on challenges 
and prefer achievement at work. Studies have suggested that promotion focus is positively 
related with (general) achievement value (Leikas et al., 2009). Hence, my second hypothesis is: 
H2: Promotion focus will predict the importance of achievement when people are considering 
whether to take a job offer. 
Conformity. People conform to follow rules and maintain interdependence with others 
(Schwartz et al., 2001). Although conformity commonly exists in social interactions, it should be 
more salient for people who are highly prevention-focused. Conformity to rules and guidelines 
can also reduce risks of making mistakes, which is important when people need safety and 
security. Prevention focus has been found to predict the value of conformity (Leikas et al., 2009), 
thus my third hypothesis is: 
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H3: Prevention focus will predict the importance of conformity when people are considering 
whether to take a job offer. 
Security. Security indicates the support for long-term employment. Security resonates 
the needs for safety and stability, which are important for people who are highly prevention-
focused. Studies have also supported the association between prevention focus and the 
preferences for security (Leikas et al. 2009; Sassenberg & Scholl, 2013). Hence, my last 
hypothesis is:  
H4: Prevention focus will predict the importance of security when people are considering 
whether to take a job offer. 
Examining the role of regulatory focus in job attraction provides a different lens to 
understand person-job interactions. Person-job fit studies usually focus on how job attributes 
interact with a person’s needs, ability, or personality (e.g. Cable & Edwards, 2004). Similarly, 
trait activation models described how jobs provide different sources to impact the expression of 
personality traits (Tett & Burnett, 2003). Regulatory focus, however, pertains to the motivational 
orientation that should have a unique association with job attribute preferences in addition to 
other personal factors like needs or personality. Studies that examine this association would 
connect the research domains of regulatory focus theory and person-job interactions. 
Furthermore, understanding how regulatory focus predicts job attraction has practical 
implications for recruitment and career counseling. It has been suggested that motivation at work 
can be optimized if employees’ trait expression is enabled and rewarded in their work 
environment (Tett & Burnett, 2003). My study examined a related question: as job applicants, 
will people be more motivated to choose a job if they perceive that their regulatory focus will be 
viable at work? If regulatory focus does predict job attribute preferences, organizations can use 
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recruitment strategies accordingly to attract target applicants. The core values acknowledged by 
organizations can be explicitly stated in recruitment media to enhance the attraction of applicants 
who also concede the values. Job seekers can also use their regulatory focus to find out what they 
emphasize when choosing a job. 
Regulatory focus and applicant experience of selection process 
To further understand the role of regulatory focus in pre-employment situations, I 
explored how people with different levels of regulatory foci reacted to selection scenarios. First, 
I examined whether regulatory focus predicted applicants’ reactions to a job interview. 
Promotion focus is associated with approach strategy to achieve goals. In contrast, prevention 
focus is associated with avoidance strategy to prevent failure. Hence, promotion focus should 
predict a proactive attitude and the eagerness to demonstrate competence in a job interview, 
whereas prevention focus should predict a vigilant attitude and the worry about “screwing up” a 
job interview.  
Additionally, I examined whether regulatory focus predicted the emotional reactions 
toward application success and failure. Regulatory focus theory suggests that promotion and 
prevention foci are associated with emotions in different dimensions (Brockner & Higgins, 2001; 
Higgins, Shah, & Friedman, 1997). Specifically, people who are highly promotion-focused 
experience cheerfulness when they achieve their goal and experience dejection when they fail. In 
contrast, people who are highly prevention-focused experience quiescence when they succeed 
and experience agitation when they lose (Roney, Higgins, & Shah, 1995; Yen, Chao, & Lin, 
2011). Accordingly, when people (do not) receive a job offer, their promotion focus should 
predict the cheerful (dejected) feelings, whereas their prevention focus should predict their 
quiescent (agitated) feelings. Exploring applicant experience of the selection process enriches the 
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understanding of the differences between promotion focus and prevention focus in a job 
application context. 
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METHOD 
Participants and procedure  
Participants were recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk (www.mturk.com). Four 
hundred surveys were received, 339 of which remained after excluding participants who had 
incomplete responses or failed the attention check items (attrition rate 15%). The profile of 
participants is summarized in Table 2. Participants first answered items that measured their 
regulatory focus. They were then provided a vignette job-seeking situation and asked them to 
rate a series of job options:  
Imagine that you are in the job market looking for a new job. You will be presented with 
a series of job options. All of these jobs are specialist jobs in your area of interest and have a 
starting salary that is at the average level of the industry. You will be asked to evaluate the job 
options. 
Job options were then presented individually in a random order. After reading each job 
option, participants rated how likely they were to take the job offer (“If you were offered this 
job, how likely would you be to take it?”) from 1 = very unlikely to 5 = very likely. After rating 
the job options, participants were asked questions about their psychological experiences in two 
selection scenarios. At the end of the survey, participants provided demographic and 
employment-related information. 
Measure of regulatory focus  
Regulatory focus can be influenced both by dispositional and situational factors (Higgins, 
1997). Most studies measured regulatory focus as a stable disposition (e.g. Higgins, 1998; 
Sassenberg et al., 2007). In other studies, regulatory focus was induced by situational stimuli 
(e.g. Lockwood et al., 2002; Florack, Friese, & Scarabis, 2010). I chose to measure regulatory 
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focus as a trait rather than priming state regulatory focus because: (1) trait regulatory focus is 
more commonly used in research and widely supported; (2) the results on trait regulatory focus 
would have more practical utility, since it is easier for employers to measure applicants’ trait 
regulatory focus than to manipulate their state regulatory focus. There are several developed 
scales of chronic regulatory focus (e.g. Higgins et al., 2001; Lockwood et al., 2002), which 
emphasize different characteristics of regulatory focus constructs or pertain to a specific context. 
I adopted a composite measure (Haws, Dholakia, & Bearden, 2010) in order to integrate different 
aspects of promotion and prevention foci. The composite measure combines items from multiple 
existing measures of regulatory focus. Table 3 shows the items of the composite measure.  
Policy-capturing instrument  
The policy-capturing instrument included 16 (24) job options that fully crossed four 
decision cues (i.e., self-direction, achievement, conformity, and security) at two levels (almost 
never and almost always). Each job attribute was operationalized by one sentence that described 
the job. The design of job options is summarized in Table 4. An example of job options is shown 
in Figure 1. 
Applicant experiences 
After rating all of the 16 job options, participants were asked additional questions (in a 
random order) that measured their experiences in selection process. Two questions asked about 
their concerns about a job interview (“One of the companies you were interested in just asked 
you to interview.”). The items were “How eager are you to demonstrate your competence in the 
interview?” and “How worried are you about ‘screwing up’ the interview?” Responses were 
measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 = to a very small extent to 5 = to a very large extent. 
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Next two items asked about participants’ emotions when they received a job offer (“One 
of the companies you indicated hoping to get in just gave you an offer.”). Participants indicated 
their emotional level of “cheerful (excited)” and “quiescent (calm)” from 1 = to a very small 
extent to 5 = to a very large extent. Another two items asked about participants’ emotions when 
they did not receive a job offer (“One of the companies you indicated hoping to get in just 
informed you that they could not give you an offer.”). Participants indicated their emotional level 
of “dejected (disappointed)” and “agitated (restless)” from 1 = to a very small extent to 5 = to a 
very large extent. 
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RESULTS 
Factor analysis  
Confirmatory factor analyses were conducted to examine the regulatory focus scale. The 
two-factor measurement model did not fit well on the original ten items (χ2 (34) = 190.68, p < 
.01; RMSEA = .12; CFI = .80). After removing items that had the lowest loadings, four items of 
promotion focus and three items of prevention focus remained. The two-factor model had 
acceptable fit on the seven items (χ2 (13) = 54.28, p < .01; RMSEA = .10; CFI = .93). 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of promotion focus and prevention focus were .82 and .51, 
respectively. Regulatory focus scores were calculated based on the seven items. 
Policy-capturing analysis  
Descriptive analysis of the within-person variables showed that all four job attributes had 
positive and significant correlations with the likelihood to take the job offer (Table 5). To capture 
the “policy” regarding a person’s job choice, a multiple regression analysis was conducted for 
each participant. The four job attributes were dummy coded (0 = almost never; 1 = almost 
always) and entered simultaneously as predictors of the likelihood to take a job offer. Significant 
policies were captured on 90% (306 out of 339) of the equations. The significant R2 (p < .05) for 
the likelihood to take the job offer ranged from .56 to .99, with a mean R2 of .83. Summary of the 
significant equations regarding the individual contribution of each predictor and the variance 
explained overall are shown in Table 6. Because the job attributes were orthogonal, the 
standardized regression coefficients can be interpreted as relative weights, and R2 can be 
interpreted as the consistency of a participant’s decision policy. Based on the percentage of 
significant betas and mean beta values, the likelihood to take a job offer depended more heavily 
on security than the other three job attributes. Wide variation existed in the relative weights on 
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achievement and conformity, whereas the variations in the relative weights on self-direction and 
security were smaller. The variations suggested the extent to which people differed in their job 
attribute preferences.  
Hierarchical linear modeling  
Because the data included within-person (i.e., four job attributes and likelihood to take 
the job offer) and between-person (i.e., regulatory focus) variables, multilevel analyses were 
conducted to examine whether promotion focus and prevention focus predicted participants’ 
policies for their job choice. Because hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) accounts for the shared 
the variance in nested data by simultaneously investigating the relationships at different levels, it 
is a recommended method to analyze multilevel data (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Specifically, I 
used HLM to examine the interaction between regulatory foci (level-2 predictors) and job 
attributes (level-1 predictors). Some studies included only cases that had significant R2 in the 
HLM analysis while others used the full sample (e.g., Powell & Mainiero, 1999, Thompson & 
Aspinwall, 2009). I included all 339 participants to increase power. The analyses included four 
phases: First, unconstrained (null) model was tested to examine the within-person and between-
person variance. Second, the random intercepts model that defined the relationship between job 
attributes and the likelihood to take a job offer (level-1) was tested. Third, the random slopes 
model was tested to examine the main effect of regulatory focus (level-2) on the likelihood to 
take a job offer. Finally, the random intercepts and slopes model that specified how the 
relationships at level-1 varied as a function of regulatory focus was examined. Results from the 
HLM analyses are summarized in Table 7. 
The unconstrained model yielded a chi-square of 526.16 (p < .001) and an intraclass 
correlation coefficient (ICC) of .03. That is, 97% of the variance in the likelihood to take the job 
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offer is within-person and only 3% of the variance is between-person. Although a low ICC 
usually suggests that HLM is not necessary (Lee, 2000), it does not reject HLM absolutely 
because additional variance explained may occur after the predictors are entered in the model 
(Roberts, 2007). Hence, I continued the HLM analyses.  
 In the random intercepts model, the effect of level-1 predictors on job choice was 
examined. All job attributes were entered as predictors of the likelihood to take a job offer. The 
regression coefficients of all the four job attributes were positive and significant.  
 The random slopes model was tested by regressing promotion and prevention foci on the 
likelihood to take the job offer. Promotion focus did not significantly predict job attraction (β = -
.02, p > .10). However, prevention focus negatively predicted job attraction (β = -.10, p < .05).   
 In the final model, the effect of the interaction between regulatory focus and job 
attributes was examined. As hypothesized, promotion focus significantly predicted the weight on 
self-direction (β = .11, p < .05) and achievement (β = .21, p < .001). Meanwhile, prevention 
focus significantly predicted the weight on conformity (β = .19, p < .01) and security (β = .39, p 
< .001). The interaction between promotion focus and conformity or security did not yield 
significant regression coefficient (β = .03 and .06, respectively, p > .10); neither did the 
interaction between prevention focus and self-direction or achievement (β = -.10 and .01, 
respectively, p > .10). Hence, all of the hypotheses were fully supported. 
Analysis on applicant experiences 
 To examine whether regulatory focus predicts applicant experiences of selection process, 
bivariate correlational analysis and regression were conducted (see Table 8). In terms of the 
interview experience, both promotion focus and prevention focus were positively related with the 
eagerness to demonstrate competence (r = .28 and .21, respectively, p < .01), and negatively 
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related with the worry about “screwing up” (r = -.28 and -.18, respectively, p < .01). Steiger’s 
(1980) z-score statistics suggested that the correlation between interview reactions and 
promotion focus was not significantly different from the correlation between interview reactions 
and prevention focus (z = 1.17 and -1.66 for “eagerness” and “worry”, respectively, p > .05).  
 With regard to the emotional experiences in the job offer scenarios, both promotion focus 
and prevention focus were positively related with cheerfulness when receiving a job offer (r 
= .29 and .30, respectively, p < .01), and the correlations were not significantly different from 
each other (z = -.17, p > .05). Neither promotion focus nor prevention focus was significantly 
related with the other three emotions (i.e., quiescence when receiving a job offer, dejection and 
agitation when not receiving a job offer). Hence, I ran regression analyses only on variables with 
significant correlation. 
 Because promotion focus and prevention focus were significantly correlated with the 
same three applicant experience variables (i.e., “eager to demonstrate competence”, “worried 
about ‘screwing up’, and “cheerfulness when receiving a job offer”), they were entered together 
as the predictors of each outcome variable. First, both promotion focus and prevention focus 
significantly predicted the eagerness to demonstrate competence in the interview (β = .23 and .13, 
respectively, p < .01) and inversely predicted the worry about “screwing up” the interview (for 
promotion focus, β = -.25, p < .01; for prevention focus, β  = -.10, p < .10). Additionally, both 
promotion focus and prevention focus predicted the cheerfulness when receiving a job offer 
(both βs = .22, p < .01). 
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DISCUSSION 
Regulatory focus and preferences for job attributes 
The current study investigated the influence of regulatory focus on the decision process 
of job choice and explored applicant experiences in the job application process. The results 
suggested that chronic regulatory focus predicted the importance of job attributes in a job choice 
scenario. When considering whether to take a job offer, people with higher promotion focus put 
more emphasis on self-direction and achievement than those who had lower promotion focus, 
whereas people with higher prevention focus valued conformity and security more than those 
who had lower prevention focus. The findings are consistent with previous studies and extend 
the understanding of the link between regulatory focus and job attraction (Sassenberg & Scholl, 
2013).  
One unexpected finding was that prevention focus significantly predicted low job 
attraction. One explanation could be that regulatory focus could influence how readily people 
make a big decision such as taking a job offer. Because people with higher prevention focus are 
more concerned about the negative outcomes of a decision than people with lower prevention 
focus, they might be more conservative and cautious about accepting a new job, especially when 
they are provided with limited information about the job. Hence, prevention focus might reduce 
the likelihood to take a job offer in general. 
Regulatory focus and applicant experiences 
There were also differences in the experiences people had when they thought of job 
interviews and job offers. The exploratory findings provided additional insights on the role of 
regulatory focus in job application process. Although both promotion focus and prevention focus 
predicted the eagerness to show competence in a job interview, the strength of promotion focus 
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was stronger than prevention focus. In a similar vein, although both promotion focus and 
prevention focus tended to reduce the worry about “screwing up” a job interview, the influence 
prevention focus was smaller than promotion focus. The results indicate that people in general 
use the “approach” strategy rather than the “avoidance” strategy to cope with a job interview, but 
the extent to which they are eager or worried is differentially predicted by promotion focus and 
prevention focus. One explanation could be that the job interview is usually conceived as a step 
toward getting a job offer; thus, it is a situation that is more compatible with gain than with 
preventing loss. Such psychological framing of a job interview can induce promotion focus at the 
state level and make people think about demonstrating their competence rather than worrying 
about “screwing up”.  
No difference appeared in the emotional experiences in the job offer scenarios: When 
people received a desirable job offer, both promotion focus and prevention focus predicted their 
experienced cheerfulness. Receiving a job offer is usually a highly desirable event (i.e., a goal of 
strong valence), thus it is very likely to raise pleasant feelings in general. It is uncommon to feel 
calm when people are offered a desirable job, even if they have high prevention focus. Hence, 
the salience of goals could moderate the relationship between regulatory focus and emotions 
(Brockner & Higgins, 2001). Also, participants did not feel dejected or agitated when they did 
not get a job offer. One reason could be that the hypothetical situation was not a strong stimulus 
to induce negative emotions. It is easy to imagine happiness upon receiving a job offer, but it 
might be harder to sympathize with a job application failure in a hypothetical scenario. That is, 
people are not very likely to experience strong negative emotions when they have nothing to 
lose. Another reason could be that setbacks in the employment process cause people to 
experience other negative emotions rather than dejection and agitation, such as frustration.  
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Research implications 
The current study can contribute to bridging the research domains of job attraction and 
regulatory focus. First, the findings compliment the research on job attribute preferences. Despite 
much consideration of dispositional factors in the job attraction realm (Konrad et al., 2000; 
Sutherland, 2012), little is known about how motivational sources predict the endorsement of 
different job attributes (Sassenberg & Scholl, 2013). Chronic regulatory focus is a new factor to 
be considered when researchers aim to explain job attribute preferences. Additionally, as 
regulatory focus is derived from personal needs and values, our findings refine the framework of 
how distal needs and values are connected with job attribute preferences. Whereas Başlevent and 
Kirmanoğlu (2013) found the association between Schwartz’s personal values (Schwartz et al., 
2001) and preferences for corresponding job attributes, Leikas and colleagues (2013) established 
the support for the association between regulatory focus and Schwartz’s personal values. My 
study provided evidence that regulatory focus predicted preferences for job attributes that 
correspond to personal values. 
In terms of the research on regulatory focus, it has been shown that regulatory focus 
predicts workplace behaviors such as role performance and OCB (Lanaj et al., 2012), and that 
regulatory focus predicts decision-making in many social contexts (Higgins, 2005), but little is 
known about how regulatory focus predicts choices in a job seeking scenario (Sassenberg & 
Scholl, 2013). This study provided additional empirical support for the role of regulatory focus in 
decision-making. Furthermore, some studies examined the psychological experiences associated 
with different regulatory foci in goal pursuit (Brockner & Higgins, 2001; Yen et al., 2011). My 
study first explored the association between regulatory focus and psychological experiences of 
job applicants in selection process.  
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Practical implications 
For practitioners, my study suggested another personal attribute to be considered in 
recruitment, selection, and onboarding stages. Regulatory focus provides a new route for 
organizations to target quality candidates and elicit positive job attitudes. The current findings 
suggested “one size does not fit all”. People with high promotion focus tend not to be concerned 
about whether a job ensures long-term employment, as long as it provides autonomy and growth 
opportunities. People with high prevention focus, however, will be attracted by a job that 
provides security and clear guidelines, even if the job does not have many opportunities to 
advance. Hence, employers are encouraged to determine which kind of regulatory focus aligns 
with the work conditions they provide and recruit the applicant pool accordingly. For job 
seekers, regulatory focus can provide a direction to identify their job preferences.  
Limitations and future research 
 There are a few limitations of my study. First, the measure of regulatory focus did not 
yield a very good factor model fit. The reliability of prevention focus is low. I decided to adopt a 
composite measure because other measures of regulatory focus tap limited components of the 
concepts (e.g., the approach-avoidance difference) or only apply to a certain context (e.g., an 
academic context) (Carver & White, 1994; Lockwood et al., 2002). Hence, I followed the 
suggestion by Haws et al. (2010) to use a composite measure so that different aspects of 
regulatory focus could be captured. The low reliability of prevention focus could be due to items 
that focus on different content of the concept (e.g., avoiding failure vs. fulfilling responsibility). 
Development and assessment of regulatory focus scales are needed to better calibrate the 
measurement.  
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Second, policy-capturing method has the limitation in the ecological validity of results. 
Because the questions were asked in a vignette situation, the results might not be generalizable to 
an actual job-seeking scenario. Also, some manipulated job options may seem unrealistic. For 
example, it is not very likely that both self-direction and conformity are very high on one job, as 
there are conflicting components in these job attributes. However, the policy-capturing design is 
powerful to examine the relative importance of different decision cues and is resistant to social 
desirability effects (Karren & Barringer, 2002). 
Furthermore, the sample in my study contained people with different employment 
statuses. Only about 35% of the participants were actually looking for a new job when 
completing the survey. Although preferences for job attributes do not necessarily vary across 
different employment statuses, it would be rigorous to replicate the current investigation on a 
group of current job seekers. 
Future studies should examine associations between regulatory focus and preferences for 
additional job attributes. Because of the nature of the policy-capturing design, the number of job 
options will increase exponentially and cause fatigue of participants (Alman-Smith, Scullen & 
Barr, 2002). Hence, we only included four job attributes. However, regulatory focus can 
potentially predict preferences for other job attributes, such as stimulation and tradition (Cable & 
Edwards, 2004; Schwartz et al., 2001). Stimulation is likely to attract people who are highly 
promotion-focused, because it provides task variety that enables people to explore different 
possibilities. Highly prevention-focused people may value tradition because these people tend to 
conservative and resist risks.  
Finally, as mentioned in previous research on regulatory focus, it is also important to 
examine the role of state regulatory focus on decision-making (Higgins, 1997; Sassenberg & 
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Scholl, 2013). Regulatory focus at work can be influenced by organizational environment (e.g., 
Neubert, Kacmar, Carlson, Chonko, & Roberts, 2008). Hence, it is possible that regulatory focus 
in job application can be primed or enhanced by organizational recruitment practices to induce 
job attraction. Future research can compare the strength of trait and state level of regulatory 
focus on work behaviors and decision-making. 
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CONCLUSION 
 In summary, regulatory focus is associated with the preferences for job attributes in a job 
seeking process. Promotion focus predicts the emphasis on self-direction and achievement of a 
job, whereas prevention focus predicts the emphasis on conformity and security. Regulatory 
focus is also related with psychological experiences of the selection process, such as concerns 
about job interview performance and emotional reactions to job application success. More 
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Table 1  
Summary of Promotion Focus and Prevention Focus 
 Need Desired end-state Psychological situations Strategy 
Promotion  Growth Ideal self Positive outcomes          Approach  
Prevention Safety Ought self Negative outcomes          Avoidance 
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Table 2.  
Descriptive Information about Study Participants 
Characteristics  
Age M = 33 
Range = 18 - 71 
Gender Male 61% (227/339) 
Race  
White 80% (273/339) 
Non-white 20% (66/339) 
Employment status  
Employed but looking for new job 28% (94/338) 
Employed and not looking for new job 61% (205/338) 
Unemployed and looking for new job 7% (24/338) 
Unemployed but not looking for new job 4% (15/338) 
Full-time 84% (250/297) 
Part-time 16% (47/297) 
Current job tenure (year) M = 2.34, SD = 1.11 
Employment tenurea (year) M = 3.85, SD = 1.49 
Note. N = 297 – 339. a. Employment tenure refers to the years a participant has worked for 
counting all the jobs he or she has had. 
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Table 3. 
Items of Regulatory Focus 
Promotion focus 
1. *When it comes to achieving things that are important to my work, I find that I don’t 
perform as well as I would ideally like to do (R). 
2. I feel like I have made progress toward being successful in my work life. 
3. When I see an opportunity for something I hope to achieve at work, I get excited right 
away. 
4. I frequently imagine how I will achieve my hopes and aspirations in my career. 
5. When at work, I see myself as someone who is primarily striving to fulfill my hopes, 
wishes, and aspirations. 
Prevention focus 
1. I think it is important to obey rules and regulations at work. 
2. At times, not being careful enough has gotten me into trouble at work (R). 
3. *At work, I worry about making mistakes. 
4. *I frequently think about how I can prevent failures in my career. 
5. When at work, I see myself as someone who is primarily striving to fulfill my duties, 
responsibilities, and obligations. 
Note. *Items were removed after confirmatory factor analysis.   
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Table 4. 
Policy-Capturing Design of Job Options 
 Self-direction Achievement Conformity Security 
Job 1 Almost always Almost always Almost always Almost always 
Job 2 Almost never Almost always Almost always Almost always 
Job 3 Almost always Almost never Almost always Almost always 
Job 4 Almost always Almost always Almost never Almost always 
Job 5 Almost always Almost always Almost always Almost never 
Job 6 Almost never Almost never Almost always Almost always 
Job 7 Almost always Almost never Almost never Almost always 
Job 8 Almost always Almost always Almost never Almost never 
Job 9 Almost never Almost always Almost never Almost always 
Job 10 Almost always Almost never Almost always Almost never 
Job 11 Almost never Almost always Almost always Almost never 
Job 12 Almost never Almost never Almost never Almost always 
Job 13 Almost always Almost never Almost never Almost never 
Job 14 Almost never Almost always Almost never Almost never 
Job 15 Almost never Almost never Almost always Almost never 
Job 16 Almost never Almost never Almost never Almost never 
Note. The order of job attributes were counterbalanced and randomly used for individual 
participant, so that each job attribute appeared first once.  
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Table 5. 
Descriptive Statistics of Within-Person Variables 
 M SD Likelihood to take the job offer 
1. Likelihood to take the job offer 2.92 1.32 - 
2. Self-direction .50 .50 .25** 
3. Achievement .50 .50 .12** 
4. Conformity .50 .50 .07** 
5. Security .50 .50 .64** 
Note. N = 5440. **p < .001. Job attributes were dummy coded as 0 = almost never and 1 = 
almost always. 
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Table 6. 
Percent Equations Significant, Mean, and Range of Beta Weights for Equations by Cue and 
Variance Explained Overall for Significant Regression Equations 
 
β Significant R2 Significant 
%  M SD Range % M SD Range 
Self-direction 49% .44 .20 -.46 –.94     
Achievement 36% .29 .35 -.83 –.91     
Conformity 21% .17 .39 -.90 –.88     
Security 86% .74 .17  .20 – .99     
All cues     90% .83 .10 .56 –.99 
Note. N = 339. Significance threshold is p = .05. 
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Table 7. 
Hierarchical Linear Models Predicting the Likelihood to Take a Job Offer 
Variable Coefficient Standard error p-value 
Level 1    
Self-direction   .65 .03 <.001 
Achievement   .32 .04 <.001 
Conformity   .19 .03 <.001 
Security 1.65 .04 <.001 
Level 2    
Promotion focus -.03 .03 .64 
Prevention focus -.10 .04 .02 
Level 1 & 2 Interaction    
Promotion*Self-direction   .11 .05 .02 
Promotion*Achievement   .21 .05 <.001 
Promotion*Conformity   .03 .04 .45 
Promotion*Security   .06 .06 .35 
Prevention*Self-direction  -.10 .06 .12 
Prevention*Achievement   .01 .07 .91 
Prevention*Conformity   .19 .06   .001 
Prevention*Security   .39 .07 <.001 
Note. Deviance = 18350.21. Number of parameters estimated: 2. 
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Table 8. 














Eager to demonstrate 
competence 
.28**  .21**  1.17  .23**  .13** .09 
Worried about 
“screwing up” 
-.28** -.18** -1.66 -.25** -.10† .09 
Offer 
Cheerfulness .29**  .30** -.17  .22**  .22** .13 
Quiescence .03  .05     
No 
offer 
Dejection -.02  .07     
Agitation .03 -.06     
Note. †p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. 
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CHARACTERISTIC CHRACTERISTIC LEVEL 
The job involves making decisions independently. Almost never 
The job involves work that is challenging. Almost always 
The job involves adhering to specific rules and guidelines. Almost never 
The job involves steady employment and job security. Almost always 
Figure 1. Exemplary job option in the policy-capturing instrument. The order of job attributes in 
the example is: self-direction, achievement, conformity, and security. 
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APPENDIX A. INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 
